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MAY  1st.  INTERNATIONAL 
DAY  OF  LARDER 


May  1st — or  May  Day,  as  it  is  called  in 
Britain — has  become  one  of  the  great 
traditions  of  the  labour  movement  in  all 
parts  of  the  world.  It  has  become  the  day 
on  which,  year  by  year,  the  workers  in  all 
countries  review  their  forces  and  gather 
their  strength  for  the  common  struggle 
against  the  forces  of  reaction,  for  progress 
and  socialism. 

The  purpose  of  this  Commentary  is  to 
discuss : — • 

— the  origin  and  significance  of  May  Is*  as 
the  International  Day  of  Labour ; 

— the  character  and  purpose  of  May  1st  in 
the  working  class  movement ; 

— May  1st,  1943 — the  tradition  of  the  Inter¬ 
national  Day  of  Labour  in  the  war  against 
Hitlerism. 


HISTORY  OF  MAY  DAY 

What  is  the  origin  of  the  celebration  of 
May  1st  as  the  International  Day  of 
Labour? 

Like  the  modern  labour  movement 
itself.  May  Ist-as  the  International  Day 
of  Labour — came  into  being  as  an  ex¬ 
pression  of  the  revolt  of  the  working  class 
against  their  status  and  condition  as  an 
exploited  class.  Just  as  the  trade  union 
movement  is  not  the  suctessor  of  the 
mediaeval  Craft  Guilds,  so  the  Inter¬ 
national  Day  of  Labour  is  not  a  continua¬ 
tion  into  o'ur  own  day  of  the  May  Day 
revels  of  the  peasant  population  of  the 
“  Merrie  England  ”  of  an  earlier  age. 

The  International  Day  of  Labour  was 
celebrated  for  the  first  time  fifty-three 
years  ago,  in  1890.  It  gave  expression  to 
the  fact  that  the  advanced  sections  of  the 


working  class  of  all  capitalist  countries  had 
arrived  at  the  consciousness  of  their 
common  interests  as  a  class,  irrespective  of 
nationality  or  race,  and  that  these  common 
interests  could  best  be  served  by  the  unity 
of  their  national  organisations  for  action 
on  an  international  scale. 

The  celebration  of  May  1st  by  the 
labour  movement  originated  from  a 
decision  taken  by  the  foundation  congress 
of  the  Second  International  in  1889. 
(This  body,  which  collapsed  on  the  out¬ 
break  of  the  first  world-war  in  1914,  was 
the  successor  to  the  International  Working 
Men’s  Association,  the  First  Inter¬ 
national,  which  operated  under  the  direct 
continuous  leadership  of  Karl  Marx,  during 
the  whole  period  of  its  existence  from  1864 
to  1872).  This  congress  met  in  Paris  on 
the  centenary  of  the  storming  and  fall  of 
the  Bastile  (July  14,  1789),  which  marked 
the  triumph  of  the  French  Revolution, 
thus  proclaiming  to  the  world  that  the 
modern  working  class  is  the  inheritor  and 
custodian  of  the  democratic  conquests  of 
the  past,  pledged  to  preserve  and  widen 
these  conquests. 

A  famous  decision  of  this  Congress  was 
the  resolution  calling  for: — 

"  a  great  international  demonstration,  so 
that  in  all  countries,  on  one  appointed  day, 
the  toiling  masses  shall  demand  of  the 
state  authorities  the  legal  reduction  of  the 
working  day  to  eight  hours  as  well  as  the 
carrying  out  of  the  other  decisions  of  the 
Paris  Congress.” 

May  1st,  1890,  was  selected  as  the 
“  appointed  day  ”  for  the  reason  that  the 
American  Labour  Movement  had  already 
decided  that  on  this  date  it  would  take 
action  to  enforce  the  limitation  of  the 
working  day  to  eight  hours. 


IMMEDIATE  DEMANDS— AND 
ULTIMATE  AIMS 

Why  was  the  demand  for  an  eight-hour 
day  made  such  an  important  slogan? 
What  was  the  relation  of  this  demand  to 
the  other  decisions  and  to  the  ultimate  goal 
of  socialism? 

The  fight  for  the  regularisation  and 
limitation  of  the  working  day  has  every¬ 
where  been  one  of  the  most  potent  means 
of  building  up  an  organised  labour  move¬ 
ment,  bringing  home  to  the  workers  an 
understanding  of  their  common  interests 
as  a  class.  Linked  with  other  demands,  it 
has  been  the-  means  of  developing  their 
independent  political  movement. 

The  way  in  which  the  advanced  workers 
regarded  the  significance  of  the  struggle 
for  an  eight-hour  day  was  expressed  in 
penetrating  words  by  one  of  the  finest 
champions  of  the  movement,  Tom 
Mann : — 

"  How  immensely  it  would  add  to  the 
leisure  and  therefore  to  the  general 
intelligence  of  the  workers.  A  n  increased 
intelligence  means  more  active  discontent 
with  our  conditions  of  life  and,  in  due 
course,  a  hastening  of  the  overthrow  of  the 
present  capitalistic  domination.” 

The  greatest  thinkers  and  leaders  of  the 
world  socialist^  movement  were  acutely 
conscious  of  the  importance  of  the  struggle 
for  regulation  of  the  working  day  as  a 
means  of  organising,  drawing  into  political 
action  and  strengthening  the  class- 
consciousness  of  the  workers. 

In  the  first  volume  of  his  great  work, 
Capital,  Karl  Marx  wrote  that 

"  in  the  history  of  capitalist  production „  the 
determination  of  what  is  a  working  day 
presents  itself  as  the  result  of  a  struggle,  a 
struggle  between  collective  capital,  i.e.  the 
class  of  the  capitalists,  and  collective 
labour,  i.e.  the  working  class  ” 

The  history  of  the  struggle  for  the 
regulation  of  the  working  day,  Marx 
writes,  shows  that  “  the  isolated  labourer 
.  .  .  succumbs  without  any  power  of 
resistance.  ...”  He  quotes  with  ap¬ 
proval  a  resolution  adopted  by  the 
I.W.M.A.  in  1866,  which  declared  that 

"  the  limitation  of  the  working  day  is  a 
preliminary  condition  without  which  all 
further  attempts  at  improvement  and 
emancipation  must  prove  abortive.” 

In  an  article  written  in  1900  ( May  Days 
in  Kharkov),  Lenin  brings  out  the  funda¬ 
mental  significance  of  the  movement  for 
regulation  of  the  working  day  at  that  time. 


It  brought  the  workers  into  united  action 
as  a  class  in  the  political  arena,  for  the 
reason  that,  under  the  prevailing  con¬ 
ditions,  the  demand  for  an  eight-hour  day 
“  is  the  demand  of  the  whole  proletariat, 
presented,  not  to  individual  employers,  but 
to  the  government  as  the  representative  of 
the  whole  of  the  present-day  social  and 
political  system,  to  the  capitalist  class  as  a 
whole,  the  owners  of  all  the  means  of 
production.” 

Looked  at  from  this  Marxist  point  of 
view,  the  demand  for  the  eight-hour  day 
was  not  an  end  in  itself,  but  the  chief 
means  at  the  given  moment,  whereby 
the  workers  could  be  united  as  a  class 
for  independent  political  action 
around  the  struggle  for  immediate 
demands  that  would  advance  them 
along  the  road  to  socialism. 

THE  MEANING  OF  MAY  1ST 

What  is  the  fundamental  purpose  of 
May  1st,  as  the  International  Day  of 
Labour?  What  aims  should  it  promote  in 
the  working  class  movement? 

The  early  congresses  of  the  Second 
International,  in  its  best  days,  devoted 
much  discussion  to  this  subject,  in  the 
effort  to  achieve  clarity  and  elevate  the 
importance  of  the  May  1st  celebrations. 
A  resolution  of  the  1891  Congress,  for 
example,  emphasised  *'  the  class  character 
of  the  May  1st  demonstrations  ”  and  the 
idea  that  they  should  bring  about  a 
“  deepening  of  the  class  struggle,”  i.e.  of 
increasing  the  part  played  by  the  working 
class  as  an  independent,  united  political 
force  in  the  solution  of  all  economic,  social 
and  political  problems  of  society  in  the 
interests  of  the  majority,  in  the  interests 
of  the  working  class  and  socialism. 

A  later  congress,  in  1893,  adopted  a 
resolution  which  declared  that  the  demon¬ 
strations  on  May  1st  and  the  demands  put 
forward  on  that  day 

“  must  serve  at  the  same  time  as  a  demon¬ 
stration  of  the  determined  will  of  the 
working  class  to  destroy  class  distinctions 
through  social  change .” 

From  this,  it  Is  to  be  seen  that  the  main 
aims  of  the  May  1st  demonstrations  are: 

— to  promote  the  unity  of  the  working 
class  forces  in  each  country ; 

— to  strengthen  international  soli¬ 
darity  between  the  working  class 
movements  of  all  countries; 

— to  carry  forward  to  a  higher  stage 
the  movement  for  achievement  of 
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the  most  important  immediate 
demands  of  the  working  class  ; 

— to  link  the  struggle  for  immediate 
demands  more  closely  with  the  goal 
of  socialism,  i.e.,  to  heighten  the 
class-consciousness  and  indepen¬ 
dent  political  role  of  the  working 
class. 

This  was  the  light  in  which  Frederick 
Engels — who  was  a  participant  in  the  first 
May  Day  celebrations  to  be  held  in 
London,  in  1890 — regarded  the  purpose  of 
May  1st. 

In  his  preface  to  the  fourth  German 
edition  of  the  Manifesto  of  the  Communist 
Party,  written  on  the  occasion  of  the  first 
May  Day  in  London,  Engels  describes  the 
demonstration  as  "  a  review  of  its  forces  ” 
by  the  working  class  movement  which 
“  is  mobilised  for  the  first  time  as  One  Army, 
under  One  Flag  and  fighting  for  One 
immediate  aim  .  .  .  today  the  -prole¬ 
tarians  of  all  lands  are,  in  very  truth, 
■ united !  If  only  Marx  were  with  me  to  see 
it  with  his  own  eyes!” 

In  1896  a  leaflet  written  by  Lenin  was 
smuggled  out  of  prison  and  distributed 
among  the  factory  workers  in  St.  Peters¬ 
burg  (now  Leningrad)  on  May  Day.  In 
this  leaflet  he  emphasised  to  the  Russian 
workers  that 

“  Our  strength  lies  in  unity.” 

In  1900  he  wrote  an  article  calling  on 
the  workers  of  Russia  to  prepare  for  the 
May  1st  demonstrations  in  which  he 
explained  the  relation  between  the  struggle 
for  the  immediate  demands  and  the 
ultimate  aim  of  Socialism.  This  he  did 
by  calling  for  demonstrations  of  such  a 
character  as  would 

“  commence  the  irrepressible  struggle 
for  political  liberation  of  the  Russian 
people  and,  consequently,  for  a  free 
opportunity  for  the  class  develop¬ 
ment  of  the  proletariat  and  its  open 
struggle  for  socialism.” 

From  the  foregoing,  it  is  possible  to  sum 
up  the  general  character  of  the  May  1st 
demonstrations  as  being  a  spur  to  the 
working  class  movement  as  a  world¬ 
wide  force  to  unite  its  entire  strength, 
on  an  international  scale,  for  the 
purpose  of  raising  to  new  heights  the 
struggle  against  the  main  enemies  of 
the  working  class,  against  the  main 
obstacles  which  must  be  swept  away 
to  clear  the  path  for  the  advance  of  the 
working  class  to  socialism. 


MAY  1st,  1943. 

This  being  the  case,  what  should  be  the 
dominant  character  of  the  May  Li 
celebrations  this  year? 

The  main  obstacle  in  the  way  of  progress 
towards  socialism  is  fascism.  There  can 
be  no  advance  to  Socialism  without  the 
destruction  of  Fascism;  it  is  in  the  waging 
of  victorious  war  against  Fascism  that  the 
working  class  will  gain  the  strength  and 
unity,  in  organisation  and  purpose,  that 
will  enable  it  to  march  forward,  over  the 
ruins  of  Fascism,  to  Socialism. 

.  There  can  be  no  Socialism  in  France, 
Czecho-Slovakia,  Norway,  or  any  other  of 
the  occupied  countries  until-  the  Nazi 
invaders  are  expelled,  the  Quislings 
destroyed,  and  national  independence 
restored. 

There  can  be  no  Socialism  in  Germany, 
Italy,  or  other  Fascist  countries  until  the 
armies  of  those  countries  are  defeated  and, 
with  the  help  of  the  people,  the  Fascist 
rulers  are  completely  destroyed. 

The  future  of  the  U.S.S.R.  and  the 
possibility  of  establishing  Socialism  in 
Britain,  depend  alike  on  the  speediest  and 
most  complete  destruction  of  Hitlerism. 

May  1st,  1943,  will,  therefore,  be 
dedicated  to  strengthening  the  world-wide 
struggle  for  the  defeat  of  Fascism.  This  is 
the  issue  around  which,  as  in  1900,  the 
working  class  of  all  countries  can  go 
forward  as  “  One  Army,  under  One  Flag 
and  fighting  for  One  immediate  aim.” 
The  nature  of  the  immediate  aim  has 
changed,  but  the  purpose  remains  the 
same :  to  unite  the  working  class  for  battle  on 
the  most  important  sector  of  the>  front,  where 
victory  means  that  the  road  is  opened  for 
decisive  advance  to  Socialiam. 

A  year  ago,  in  an  editorial  on  May  1st, 
1942,  Pravda  declared  that 

“  in  our  time  there  is  no  task  greater,  more 
momentous  and  decisive  than  the  defeat  of 
the  dark  forces  of  Nazi  imperialism,  the 
destruction  of  the  brown  pestilence  which  is 
threatening  to  strangle  humanity  and  to 
exterminate  everything  that  adorns  the  life 
of  man.” 

The  fulfilment  of  that  great  task  still 
awaits  us  on  this  May  1st,  1943.  For  this, 
unity  is  essential,  and  the  old  arguments 
about  May  Day  must  not  be  allowed  to 
stand  in  the  way. 

Since  the  inception  of  May  1st  as 
International  Labour  Day  there  have  been 
sharp  controversies  around  it  within  the 
labour '  movement :  should  it  be  held  on 


May  1st  or  on  the  first  Sunday  in  May; 
should  all  sections  of  the  movement  unite 
in  one  celebration,  or  each  hold  its  own; 
should  the  main  thing  be  actions  for 
immediate  demands,  or  the  proclamation 
of  faith  in  Socialism,  etc. 

Since  1933  the  labour  movement  of  all 
countries  has  been  brought  face  to  face 
with  the  same  stark  fact:  the  victory  of 
Fascism  means  the  end  of  the  workers’ 
May  Day,  whether  on  May  1st  or  any  other 
day,  and  the  destruction  of  all  the  dreams 
and  aspirations  associated  with  May  Day. 

The  lesson  is  plain.  The  controversies 
about  the  form  and  character  of  the 
May  1st  celebrations  reflect  the  divisions 
in  the  ranks  of  the  workers  which  opened 
the,  way  to  the  coming  to  power  of  Fascism 
in  country  after  country.  If  the  May  1st 
celebrations  this  year  are  to  have  a  real 
meaning,  they  must  contribute  to  the 
unification  of  the  working  class  forces. 

The  basis  for  that  unification  exists  in 
the  nature  of  the  war  against  Fascism. 

In  the  occupied  countries  and  in  the 
Fascist  countries,  the  basis  is  :  everything  for 
the  sabotage  and  disruption  of  the  war  effort 
of  the  Nazi  rulers. 

In  the  countries  allied  together  as 
the  United  Nations,  the  basis  is : 
everything  for  the  speeding  up  and 
strengthening  of  the  war  effort  against 
the  Nazi  rulers. 

The  essential  condition  for  success  in 
both  cases  is  the  same:  unity  of  the 
working  class  as  the  strongest,  most 
decisive  force  within  the  framework  of 
national  unity  against  Hitlerism. 

THE  POWER  OF  THE  WORKERS 

On  the  first  May  Day,  in  1890,  the  labour 
movement  was  still  weak  in  numbers  and 
in  consciousness  of  its  historic  mission. 
The  advanced,  Socialist  sections  of  the 
labour  movement  were  still,  in  most 
countries,  small  sects  within  the  working 
class  of  each  nation.  In  Russia  the  great 
task  of  creating  a  labour  movement  under 
conditions  of  Tsarist  autocracy  was  just 
beginning. 

Today  the  picture  is  different.  In  one- 
sixth  of  the  world,  in  the  Union  of  Socialist 
Soviet  Republics,  the  working  class  has 
ruled  the  nation  for  twenty-five  years, 
transforming  the  old  Russia  into  the  new 
Land  of  Socialism.  Around  the  U.S.S.R. 


are  allied  not  just  the  working  class  forces 
of  all  countries,  but  the  United  Nations. 

The  U.S.S.R.  has  become  a  power 
among  the  nations,  just  as  the  working 
class  within  each  nation  has  become  a 
power. 

In  countries  where  the  division  in  the 
ranks  of  the  workers  made  it  possible  for 
Fascism  to  impose  its  rule,  and  in  the 
occupied  countries,  the  labour  movement 
in  its  old  forms  has  been  destroyed.  But 
it  is  being  recreated  in  new  forms,  with 
greater  unity  than  before,  and  is  again 
becoming  a  power. 

In  other  countries,  the  labour  movement 
is  a  power  in  society,  but  cannot  exert  its 
full  strength  as  the  decisive  force  within 
the  national  front  because  of  division 
within  its  ranks.  In  the  U.S.A.  the  labour 
movement  is  prevented  from  exerting  its 
full  capacity  for  leadership  of  the  nation 
on  account  of  the  breach  between  the 
American  Federation  of  Labour  and  the 
Congress  of  Industrial  Organisations.  In 
Britain,  the  labour  movement  is  weakened 
and  unable  to  bring  its  full  weight  to  bear 
in  building  up  national  unity  in  the 
people’s  war  because  of  the  divisions  in  its 
own  ranks — symbolised  in  the  exclusion  of 
the  C.P.  from  the  Labour  Party. 

The  strength  of  the  working  class,  in 
organisation,  consciousness  of  its  mission  in 
society,  and  capacity  to  lead  the  people  as 
a  whole,  has  grown  enormously  since 
May  1st,  1899.  The  glorious  fight  of  the 
U.S.S.R.,  revealing  the  way  in  which 
working  class  rule  can  transform  a  nation, 
is  giving  the  workers  everywhere  greater 
confidence  in  their  class.  Stalin  was  right 
when  (in  1939)  he  said: 

"  If  the  successes  of  the  Working  Class 
of  our  country,  if  its  fight  and  victory  serve 
to  rouse  the  spirit  of  the  working  class  in 
the  capitalism  countries,  and  to  strengthen 
its  faith  in  its  own  power  and  victory,  then 
our  party  may  say  that  its  work  has  not 
been  in  vain.  And  there  need  be  no  doubt 
that  this  will  be  the  case.” 

The  growth  of  this  confidence  of  the 
working  class  in  its  own  strength  and 
capacity  is  undermined  by  disunity.  The 
celebration  of  May  1st,  1943,  can  and  will 
be  carried  out  in  such  a  way  as  to  help  in 
overcoming  this;  to  unite  the  workers 
for  the  destruction  of  Hitlerism,  thus 
removing  the  greatest  obstacle  which 
blocks  the  path  of  advance  to 
Socialism. 


NEW  SERIES  BEGINS  JUNE.  EARLY  RENEWAL  OF  SUBSCRIPTION  IS  ADVISABLE. 


Published  by  A.  Massie  for  Marx  House,  1  Doughty  Street,  W.C.l,  and  printed  by  the 
Euston  Press,  London,  N.W.  1. 


